Siegel says that fear isn't something you can just turn off. He says it's part of our psychological makeup, integral to the elaborate system of self-protection that has preserved the human species for millennia. But, he argues that the fear component of that system has been malfunctioning.
Public health measures dictate standards for drinkable water and breathable air. Our garbage is removed quickly. We live temperature-controlled, largely diseases-controlled lives, and we worry more than ever before. Even though the natural dangers are no longer there, the response mechanisms are still turned on much of the time.
What has gone awry? The mass media tends to magnify the latest health concern and broadcast it to millions of people at once. This has the effect, he says, "of provoking panic way out of proportion to the risks. I call this phenomenon the 'bug du jour.' The craze of the moment appears to be a threat until it runs its course in the spotlight," and that creates stress.
The acute stress response, popularly known as "fight or flight," was first described by American physiologist Walter Cannon in the 1920s. Cannon observed that animals, including humans, react to threats with a hormonal discharge. There is an outpouring of vessel-constricting, heartthumping hormones, including noradrenaline (norepinephrine) and adrenaline, followed by the steroid cortisol. The heart speeds up and pumps harder, the nerves fire more quickly, the skin cools and gets goose bumps, the eyes dilate to see better, and the brain receives a message that it's time to act.
New York neuroscientist Joseph Ledoux described the amygdala, the almond-shaped brain structure that interprets emotion, as "the hub of the brain's wheel of fear," in his book describing how the brain processes emotions. Ledoux adds that when the amygdala is stimulated, there is an outpouring of stress hormones, causing a state of hypervigilance. The amygdala processes the primitive emotions of fear, hate, love, bravery and anger-all neighbors in the deep limbic brain. When the amyg- prompting an ill-conceived, expensive, smallpox vaccination campaign, which also caused the deaths of 3 health workers. They conclude that "it is clear that the current massive misfunding of terrorism preparedness over public health has real-world implications for mortality and morbidity."
